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Asian Journalists Seek Values
Worth Preserving
Commentary

Murray Masterton

Nelson, New Zealand

“

Serious discussion about our journalism values and how well our journalists
and media outlets abide by them is all too rare. The same was true in Asia until
thinking practitioners there realised that values they considered inate in their societies
and their journalism were suffering from intrusion from the West and by creeping
– perhaps vaulting – globalisation. Asians are not alone in protesting the Western
media’s ignorance of any society’s values and ambitions but their own and condemned
the “values of Western journalism” accordingly. But in trying to establish which values
are Asian and why, and which of them are so much part of treasured society that they
should be preserved, the Asians may be setting us a good example. After all, our values
are not so different from theirs and the pressure on our journalism values is the same as
on theirs; history and economics are changing both and we should be as aware of it as
the Asians are.

”
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The place of Asian values in Asian journalism is a question with indefinite answers
-- and has been for as long as researchers have worked to identify them and compare
them with the values evident in the journalism of the West. The answers vary for
fundamental reasons, many of which revealed themselves again to me a decade
ago when I was asked by the Asian Media Information and Communication Centre
(AMIC) in Singapore to compile a book from the papers presented at the August
1995 AMIC seminar on Asian Values in Journalism, in Kuala Lumpur.1 At this
seminar more than 50 journalism practitioners, policy makers and educators from 14
countries expressed their opinions on the issue.
I say ‘revealed again’ because I had earlier completed international research into the
criteria of newsworthiness to which senior journalists and journalism educators from
63 countries responded.2 The results showed that journalists around the world accept
that there is a three-element core of newsworthiness without which no information
can become news. They are Interest, Timeliness and Clarity. With this established,
the six internationally recognised criteria which determine how newsworthy any
information is are Consequence, Proximity, Conflict, Human Interest, Novelty and
Prominence. These are valid regardless of race, nationality, culture, politics or
religion.3
This research and the diversity of the papers presented in Kuala Lumpur reject the
axiom that concepts of news and news values differ from country to country or
culture to culture. The prominence given to each of the criteria varied from region
to region, but the same six criteria were the major six everywhere. So it came as no
surprise to me to find that the differences were minor between Asian countries. Nor
were they as great as expected between the consensus of Asian countries and the
West.
Many at the conference emphasized the similarity in background of most Asian
countries. Most, though not all (e.g. Thailand), were colonies of one European power
or another during the years when European-style newspapers and journalism took
hold. It was also generally accepted that most Asian journalism still lived with the
consequences, good or bad, of its European, or American-mediated origins. They
may well say the same today, ten years on.
In Kuala Lumpur there was no comfortable agreement on a definition of Asian
values, nor even on either of those two key words. What is Asia, and consequently
what is Asian? In opening the seminar the then Group Editor of the New Straits Times,
Dato A.Kadir Jasin expressed the paradox facing participants. “There is no doubt
Asian values have become an important subject of debate,” he said, “but are there
such things as Asian values?” He questioned whether there exists a set of values,
which can truly be called Asian. If there is and it can be found, how can the search
benefit the Asian countries which hold such values dear? What is the definition of a
value, Dato Kadir pondered, which all would consider to be Asian in contrast with
the West “where values are not really considered essential and individual freedom
tends to override the freedom of society at large”?
Malaysia’s then Foreign Minister, Dato Mohammed Rahmat said in his opening
address that the search to identify Asian values was not a challenge to Western
values but a reassertion of traditional values by a newly confident Asia, thriving
economically and culturally. He acknowledged that many in the West subscribe to
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what he considers Asian values in their respect for the strength of the family unit and
in campaigns against pornography and violence in the media.
He also said that the values debate was changing its ground. It used to be based on
the underlying assumption that Western media and journalists were adversarial to
governments, even hostile, and Asian media and journalists “preferred to approach
such sensitive issues with subtlety and care”.
“Now the debate has moved on to deregulation, privatisation and exponential
technological prowess, making government censorship a moot point. Media
organisations are being swallowed up by whole corporations whose only loyalty is to
the bottom line, not to any intrinsic ‘value’ held by journalists anywhere.”
He questioned who were the true gatekeepers in the new information era and claimed
that with ‘infomercials’ and ‘advertorials’ the line between information and news was
blurring, with or without values, Asian or otherwise.
And that was a decade ago.
Searching for journalism values which are Asian compared with the West,
or anywhere else, is in keeping with my research’s finding that there is an
internationally accepted sequence of six newsworthiness criteria – values, if you like
– which is almost the same everywhere, regardless of history, religion, politics or
language. In coding responses from 63 countries to my survey of senior journalists
and journalism teachers I arbitrarily divided Asia into three divisions so as to detect
any regional differences, should they appear. There were variations, but the three
Asian regions generally favoured the same major six criteria, though listed in
different order, as shown below.
“Orient” includes China, Hong Kong, Japan and Taiwan. “South Asia” means India,
Pakistan and Sri Lanka. “Middle East” covers Egypt, Iran, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait
and Turkey, not all of which are truly Asian and none of which was represented in
Kuala Lumpur. Some Asian countries also fell into the “Pacific” grouping which
included Australia, Brunei, Fiji, Indonesia, Malaysia, New Zealand, Philippines and
Singapore, so in this category the ‘Asian’ content is distorted.
Orient

South Asia

Middle East

Pacific

Human Interest

Conflict

Human Interest

Human Interest

Consequence
Proximity

Prominence
Satisfaction
Conflict

Novelty

Human Interest
Consequence
Prominence
Proximity

Conflict

Consequence
Secrecy
Sensation
Proximity

Consequence
Proximity
Novelty

Prominence
Conflict

Italics indicates a criterion outside the internationally accepted dominant six.

The inclusion of Satisfaction or Sensation in the Orient and Middle East lists may
indicate a significant difference from the world list dominated by Western responses.
Secrecy’s inclusion in the Middle East list may reflect the turbulence from that area
that dominated the world headlines at the time of my research.
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How much the similarities in values between Asia and Western countries reflect the
colonial past is difficult, perhaps impossible to determine, which means it may be
just as difficult to determine which of the values supported are truly Asian or truly
anything. This leaves unresolved which journalism values are truly or exclusively
Asian, Western or universal.
Figures for regions are large enough to be statistically significant. For countries
this is often not so. It must be admitted, the number of responses varied more than
expected from country to country: plenty from China and India, few from Taiwan,
Sri Lanka, Jordan and Singapore. The others were somewhere in between. For what
they are worth, the levels of support for each criterion/value in each of the relevant
Asian countries are listed below. Again, the criteria listed in italics are those, which
differ from the internationally accepted dominant six and thus may indicate a local or
regional value difference.
To understand the figures to come they should be compared with the total of all
responses. The questionnaire asked respondents to grade on a 1 – 4 scale their
support for each of a list of 14 newsworthiness criteria. In coding “agree” was
awarded a score of 2, “partly agree” a score of 1, “partly disagree” -1 and “disagree”
–2. The level of support was thus the total points’ score divided by the number of
responses.
First the international total:
Consequence

1.75

Conflict

1.42

Proximity

1.42

Human Interest
Novelty

Prominence

1.41
1.34
1.26

It was a long fall to the level of the seventh criterion’s 0.7 international level, with
the remainder even lower.
Orient

China:

Human Int.

2.0

Proximity

1.9

Consquence
Prominence
Conflict
Suspense

1.9
1.8
1.5
1.5

Hong Kong:
Consquence

1.75

Novelty

1.75

Proximity

Human Int.

Prominence
Conflict

1.75
1.75
1.00
0.75

Japan:

Consquence

2.0

Conflict

2.0

Human Int.
Satisfaction

Prominence
Proximity

2.0
2.0
1.5
1.5

Taiwan:

Consquence

2.0

Conflict

2.0

Proximity
Novelty

Satisfaction
Suspense

2.0
2.0
2.0
2.0

There is no apparent reason why Suspense should rate highly enough in China to
be part of that country’s dominant six when it does not in Hong Kong, unless it is
because Western traditions have always been stronger on the former colony’s media
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than in modern China. Otherwise China is very similar to the world-wide criteria
preference.
South Asia
India:

Consequence

1.85

Conflict

1.57

Proximity
Novelty

Human Int.

Prominence

1.64
1.5

1.43
1.07

Pakistan:

Consequence

2.0

Conflict

2.0

Proximity

Human Int.

Prominence
Suspense

2.0
2.0
2.0
2.0

Sri Lanka:

Human Inter.

2.0

Proximity

2.0

Conflict

2.0
2.0

Satisfaction
Suspense
Consequence

2.0
1.5

India shows the domination of colonial/world-wide influence on its media with all six
of its leading criteria on the world list, though the other two vary. The uniformity of
rating levels reflect the lower number of national respondents to the survey.
Middle East
Iran:

Consequence

2.0

Human Int.

2.0

Novelty

Conflict

Prominence
Satisfaction

2.0
2.0
2.0
2.0

Kuwait:

Consequence

2.0

Human Int.

2.0

Conflict

Satisfaction
Secrecy
Ethics

2.0
2.0
2.0
2.0

Jordan:

Consequence

2.0

Human Int.

2.0

Proximity
Novelty

Conflict
Secrecy

2.0
2.0
2.0
2.0

Iran’s sample is small but as it stands it is closer to the world average than either of
its Middle East neighbours.
Pacific (Only the Asian countries in this original coding region have been included here).
Indonesia:

Consequence

2.0

Prominence

2.0

Conflict
Novelty

Human Int.
Proximity

2.0
2.0
1.5
1.0

Malaysia:

Consequence

2.0

Human Int.

2.0

Proximity
Conflict
Novelty

Prominence

2.0
2.0
2.0
2.0

Philippines:

Consequence

2.0

Conflict

1.5

Novelty

Proximity

Human Int.

Prominence

2.0
1.5
0.5
0.5

Singapore:
Proximity

2.0

Novelty

2.0

Human Int.

2.0

Satisfaction
Consequence
Conflict

Only Singapore breaks from the international major six with the inclusion of
Satisfaction, which was included in five other Asian national criteria preference lists.
Perhaps the satisfaction of having all the details needed to wrap up a report, with no
loose ends, means more in Asia than in most of the world. But then Suspense, which
suggests an attraction to the mystery of the incomplete report also appears on ‘Asian’
national listings. As might be expected Malaysia, where the media grew under British
colonial influence, and the Philippines, where the influence was American, both fit
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the world-wide (and Western) pattern. Paradoxically, so does Indonesia, even though
there appears little lingering Dutch influence on its media.
The problems in determining what are Asian values in today’s Asian journalism
remain the same as those faced by the Kuala Lumpur seminar participants:
a) how to isolate as ‘Asian’ those preferred values which are also practised and
supported, even if imperfectly, in other parts of the world, including the West?
b) at what point can a value be considered to be Asian, Western, universal, or
anything else when there can just as validly be values recognisable as African,
Polynesian or Timorese in regions much smaller than continents?
c) what Asian or wider values have been overtaken or submerged by commercial
desires or imperatives, in Asia as in the rest of the world?
d) will this, and the continuing expansion of globalisation, especially in
information technology, continue to relegate journalism’s news values to some
place subservient to commercial demands?
Several speakers at Kuala Lumpur criticised journalists from the West as arrogant in
their lack of understanding of Asia, even when they were professionals with the best
of intentions, and warned that Asians must be careful not to adopt the same lack of
caring in their reporting of the West. Those at the seminar were obviously more aware
than many in the West of the damage that can be caused by uninformed and inherited
stereotypical levels of understanding, but warned Asians who chose to criticise the
West to look more closely at the media in their own country before doing so.
What has happened in the West is now happening in Asia. History and economics are
on the side of globalisation. In India, where the English-language press dominated
from colonial times into the 1980s, the rise of literacy and of the middle class
means the country’s largest newspapers are now members of the indigenous press
and publish in Hindi, Urdu, Malayalam or other local languages. And because they
have the largest circulations and influence they now attract the largest share of the
indigenous advertising budget.
This means that in Asia, as anywhere else, confirming what journalism values – or
any other social values – are worth preserving is now an urgent task. It doesn’t matter
whether those values are regional, national, Asian, Western or universal, if they are
worth saving they should be explained and publicized so all who understand can lend
their support. If this includes millions in the West who believe the Asians are right in
defending their own perceived values, there will be just as many millions of Asians
willing to help us in the West defend ours. But like the Asians, we first have to decide
what those values are.

46

Issue No.16, Dec. 2005

Asia Pacific Media Educator

References

1. Masterton, Murray, (1996) compiler. Asian Values in Journalism, Asian Media, Information and
Communication Centre, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore.
2. Masterton, Murray, (1991), What Makes News News? an international survey of the criteria of
newsworthiness. Doctoral thesis for Flinders University, Adelaide.
3. The definitions of the six major news criteria, as detailed in the questionnaires distributed
internationally to senior journalists and journalism academics, are:
Consequence – a measure of the importance of the information to those who receive it; how
does it affect their finances, their way of life, their education, their future; in any way at all?
Proximity – a measure of where the information comes from. An item which originates
locally is usually of more newsworthiness than one from a distance. People want to know
about their own community first. But there are also historical, social, financial and cultural
proximities which have little relationship to geographical distances.
Novelty/Rarity/Oddity – which means people like to know about things which are unusual or
different. This is the old man-bites-dog syndrome which needs little more explanation.
Human Interest – means people want to know about other people, even if they are n ot
important people. In some countries this includes items about animals and children -- almost anything which stirs human emotion in any way. It can almost be considered a
category which includes those items published because of emotion, not serious effect.
Conflict – any form of conflict, not just the physical violence that goes with war. This means
any difference of opinion between individuals or groups, including physical (war, sport),
legal (court cases, crime), intellectual or psychological (protest groups or individuals
expressing disagreement over any subject).
Prominence – means that whether a statement or an action is news or not depends on who
said it or did it. What the president/prime minister/acknowledged expert says or does makes
news; what an unknown citizen says or does does not, unless it enters the categories of
Conflict or Human Interest.
Other categories mentioned in the text and thus requiring definitions are:
Satisfaction – The opposite of Suspense. It means that the item satisfies all the audience needs
for information and leaves no unanswered questions about what is next to happen or become
known.
Suspense – people like a mystery, so any item which leaves the audience wondering what will
happen next? What more is to be known? How will it end? Is newsworthy.
Secrecy – applies when one person or group wants kept secret some information the general
public will find important or interesting. Such information is almost always newsworthy.
This applies to government as well as companies, groups or individuals.

MURRAY MASTERTON, PhD for more than 30 years has been ‘doing’ journalism, editing
a daily and establishing two television news operations, before he began another 19 years
‘teaching’ it. He was setting up Deakin University’s broadcast journalism programme and
already immersed in research for his doctrate on international news values when the call came
for him to set up a new journalism curriculum at University of South Pacific. He ‘retired’ to
New Zealand, his homeland, but still writes, edits and explores new fields.
Email: mediaptr@ihug.co.nz

Issue No.16, Dec. 2005

47

